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Abstract 
This paper deals with the latest structural changes in the Danish vocational education and training 
system (VET), a system which has so far been characterised by a principle of alternating between 
practical training and theoretical instruction. The structural changes can be described as a shift of 
paradigm, which might be seen as a regression compared to the Danish VET-system that received 
the Bertelsmann price in 1999. The shift can also to some extent be viewed as a step backwards in 
achieving the political programmes and goals such as the Lisbon strategy.  
 
The paper is divided into four Parts. Part one gives a brief outline of how the alternating principle is 
organised in Danish VET programmes, and goes on to present the arguments that led to an 
international recognition of the Danish VET system in 1999. Part Two has a short historical outline 
of the constellation and conflicts of interests that resulted in the establishment of this VET system. 
However, to clarify the reasons for the critical attitude towards the present development of the VET 
programmes, Part Three will describe, on the one hand, the events leading to the most recent 
developments in the area, and on the other, the more specific changes in content and structure of the 
VET system. With a starting point in international as well as national policies, the concluding Part 
Four will outline a discussion of whether Denmark, considering the most recent trends in the 
development of its VET, live up to the demands of the future labour market and facilitates the 
individual apprentice with the abilities essential for coping with the development of future labour 
market.  
 
The paper is based on an empirical approach in the form of document analysis. 
    
Part One: 
The principle of alternating training and education 
Initial and continuing vocational education and training policy has during the last decades become a 
still more important political instrument within and outside the political context of labour market 
policy in order to handle problems related to the global economic developments in trying to become 
a more learning society. 
 
In political as well as research circles, some of the issues topping the agenda in recent years have 
been the concept of transitional labour markets focusing on concepts such as  “flexicurity” 
”education and training”, ”lifelong learning” and ”school-to-work”. (Schmid & Schönmann, 2004; 
Lassnigg, 2004, Gier & Berg, 2005) When discussing how to create special mechanisms for 
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transitions to the labour market which benefit the individual as well as enterprises and society in 
general, attention often centres on the principle of alternating education and training.  
 
The alternating principle can be seen as a unique example of bridging, both between the public and 
the private sector, and acting as an institutional bridge between school and work (Heinz, 2002; 
Ryan, 2004). Vocational education and training (VET) has been the object of increasing political1 
and research interest in recent years (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Heikkinen, & Sultana, 1997; Kvale & 
Nielsen, 2003). The reason for this growing interest is that research into the concepts such as 
“qualifications”, “competences”, and “learning” have generally sought to examine and discuss these 
concepts in relation to work and the learning potential inherent in working life, i.e. something that 
transcends a purely institutional understanding. 
     
In relation to the Danish educational system in general, the construction of VET, that is the 
organisation of the education and training of skilled labour, has often been singled out as possessing 
some special qualities, which on the one hand secure that the scope of education in different trades 
matches the needs of the labour market, and on the other that the programmes, based as they are on 
the alternating principle, involving participation in the firms’ ordinary production, are realistic and 
reflect actual and present and future qualification needs.     
 
It is a well-known fact that the Danish VET system belongs in the welfare state corporatist steering 
model, characterised by the involvement of the social partners at all levels in the education field. It 
has thus been characteristic of the Danish system that the employment structure bridging the gab 
between the qualification structure and the workplace structure. (Jánossy, 1971) These relations 
have traditionally also been reflected in the steering mechanisms surrounding the vocational 
educations, as it has been customary for the labour market organisations to be represented in all 
relevant bodies, thereby exercising a decisive influence on the content and scope of VET 
programmes.  
 
As appears from the figure below, the institutional structure of the VET programmes can be 
illustrated by including five main actors: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As the figure illustrates, the Danish VET system is built up as a network of committees and 
advisory bodies with equal representation of parties, organised according to trades and sectors. 
Furthermore, the social partners also play an important role as members of the boards of the 
vocational colleges. In general, the social partners are responsible for taking initiatives to change 
                                               
1
 In 2002 the European VET system became a focal point. Inspired by the Bologna agreement, VET programmes are 
now to be used as a strategic tool, one the one hand to further the visions of improved access to lifelong learning, and on 
the other hand as an important instrument in achieving the ambitious goals of making Europe the most competitive and 
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world by 2010. 
Minister of Education 
Local Training Committees Colleges  Boards of the vocational colleges 
National Vocational Education and Training 
Council (REU) 
 
The National Trade Committees 
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existing programmes, e.g. identifying new qualification needs in the labour market, setting up new 
programmes and laying down the local education plans etc.  
 
It was among other things the interaction between the actors in the Danish VET system and the 
international approval of the alternating principle of the VET programmes that led to the awarding 
of the prestigious German Carl Bertelsmann Bertelsmann Prize2 to the Danish vocational education 
and training system in 1999.   
 
International acclaim for the Danish VET system 
The Carl Bertelsmann Prize is awarded for an innovative approach to solving problems, and in their 
premises for choosing Denmark, the award committee specifically emphasised the Danish VET 
system’s ability for continuous improvement. With this prize, Denmark could congratulate itself on 
having “the best vocational education and training system in the world”. 
 
Four criteria were listed to win the prize, so Denmark won the award on the basis of 1) the 
interaction of the actors in the VET system, 2) the development of qualifications and competences, 
3) the structuring and organisation of the programmes, and 4) the continuous improvement of 
quality and  financing. Among the other nominees for the prize were the Netherlands, France, the 
United Kingdom and the USA (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 1999). 
  
An important element of the criteria was the special emphasis on viewing education and training as 
a question of the individual’s position in the labour market, and on developing ideas aimed at 
strengthening the competences of the individual, thus securing his or her future position in the 
labour market.   
  
It furthermore says in the background material for the Bertelsmann Prize on the nomination of 
Denmark as a suitable candidate to win the prize that the Danish way of arranging the governance 
of VET by means of committees with equal representation at several levels is excellent, and it is 
pointed out that the structure of the Danish VET system seems to have a supportive effect in 
furthering the competences of the individual.     
 
However, in spite of this acclaim for the Danish VET system, signs were emerging at the beginning 
of 2000 that a departure from the traditional way of viewing the Danish VET system and its 
principle of alternating training and education was under way.   
 
In 2003, in connection with a political compromise, this departure became noticeable, and made 
among others the Danish Council of Economic Advisers express concern in a report published in 
the autumn of 2003. Before accounting for this concern about the future development of the VET 
system in more detail, Part Two will take a step back and present an outline of the constellation and 
conflicts of interests, which resulted in the traditional VET system for which Denmark has been 
renowned, in order to create a better understanding of how and why Denmark was able to qualify 
for the Bertelsmann Prize.   
   
                                               
2
 The Carl Bertelsmann Prize is awarded by the Bertelsmann Stiftung, established in 1977. The foundation the 
Bertelsmann Stiftung owns the majority of shares in Bertelsmann AG, one of the largest media companies in the world. 
Since 1988 the Prize has been awarded to innovative and exemplary solutions to central social and political problems. 
The Prize amounts to approx. 160,000 euro. 
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Part Two: 
From members of the same trade to separate class-related groups 
Apprenticeship education, or the tradition of serving as an apprentice under a master, has long 
historical roots, dating back to the middle Ages, i.e. to the time when training and education was 
governed and regulated by the guilds. Generally speaking, at that time there was a communality of 
interest between the apprentices, the skilled craftsmen and the masters - a progression in which 
apprentices became craftsmen, who might then in 10-15 years’ time become masters themselves. 
This meant that everybody in a trade or craft had the same long-term interest in the economy of the 
trade and in avoiding too much internal competition, e.g. not taking on too many apprentices or 
lowering the quality as a result of bad training. Both aspects could undermine the position of a 
trade, and regulation of both quantity and quality was upheld by the individual guilds themselves 
(Sørensen, 1984, Jespersen 2003).     
 
However, in addition to the trade or economic interests, the guilds were also characterised by 
communality in a social sense. The master had a patriarchal relationship with his apprentice, which 
took the form of a socialisation process aimed at preparing the apprentice for his future working 
life, but also for his role as a citizen in the community. 
  
In the period 1860-1880 a significant crisis occurred in the Danish apprenticeship education. The 
crisis was sparked by the Freedom of Trade Act of 1857 and the liberalisation of apprenticeship 
contracts, which turned them into private law contracts. This change had serious consequences for 
the quality of apprenticeship education, among other things because it became difficult to impose 
sanctions on the contractual parties (the master and the apprentice) in case of breach of obligations.  
This constituted a threat to the quantitative as well as qualitative aspects of both the apprenticeship 
education and the demand for skilled craftsmen. Therefore liberalisation resulted in reproduction 
problems within the trades. This led to the mobilisation of the employers and calls for legislation to 
make sure that investments in education and training would not be wasted, if e.g. an apprentice left 
his apprenticeship before time (Sørensen, 1987, Sigurjonsson, 2003) 
 
The first act on apprenticeships was passed in 1889. However, the main contents of this act were 
rules for enforcing apprenticeship contracts, which had to be registered with the police to be valid; 
which in turn offered the employers the possibility of using the public enforcement system to make 
sure certain apprentices did not abscond from serving under a master. 
   
As for the school education part, some employers had already started schools themselves in the 
early 1800s, and in the second half of the century the number of such schools continued to grow, 
until by the late 1800s the state started subsidising education at technical and commercial colleges. 
However, until 1937 sending apprentices to school was optional for masters (Sørensen, 1987).  
 
The self-governance of the trades, and regulation of quantity and quality of 
the VET programmes 
In the early 1900s, the voice of the trade union movement began to be heard on the boards of the 
vocational colleges, and at the same time the trade unions started focusing in earnest on training 
conditions in firms and on making theoretical and technical instruction an obligatory addition to 
apprenticeship education. Thus the door was open to turning the education of apprentices into a 
cooperative project for the social partners, as the trade unions and the employers started looking 
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into the apprenticeship issue together as a common task from a quantitative as well as a qualitative 
control point of view. Gradually this cooperation became institutionalised, in particular in iron- and 
metal working manufactoring where trade committees with equal representation were set up.  This 
development led to the Apprenticeship Act of 1937, which spread this form of cooperation to all 
trades. This emergence of cooperation on the basis of equal representation furthermore helps 
explain why the corporatist decision structure gained a strong position in the vocational part of the 
Danish educational policy (Sørensen, 1987, Lassen, 2002).     
   
At the beginning of the 1950s, several changes happened in the VET area as a number of state 
initiatives were launched to prepare the labour market for an expected rapid technical and industrial 
development. On the justification that firms established too few apprenticeships, it was attempted in 
the preparation of the Apprenticeship Act of 1956 to make it more attractive to establish 
apprenticeships. The government tried to influence the trade committees to increase the number of 
apprentices in their particular areas, expressing their concern about sufficient numbers of 
apprenticeships for the big cohorts born in the post-war years, and the potential apprentices around 
1960 (Mathiesen, 1976, Sørensen, 1977, 1987) 
 
The most far-reaching changes of the 1956 act happened in the school-related part of the 
apprenticeship education. Until then schools had been primarily evening schools and apprentice had 
a longer working week than adults craftsmen, but the new act stated that in the course of an eight-
year period all trades would have to offer day-time school-education. This meant that the school 
part gained an independent role alongside the training in the firms; however, still subject to the 
“self-governance of the trades”.    
 
The Achilles’ heel of the VET system – the reproduction problems 
At the end of the 1960s, the supply of apprenticeships started to stagnate, and at the same time a 
large apprentices’ movement emerged, which was highly critical of the tradition of serving under a 
master. Their arguments were widely supported by the trade union movement, and were even met 
with some understanding among employers. The points of criticism included among other things 
the high degree of specialisation right from the start of the apprenticeship period, combined with 
restrictive contracts, inadequate training, lack of civic education, and no possibilities of acquiring 
competences to continue in further or higher education after apprenticeship. Also, at this time the 
business sector needed to attract a sufficient number of young people, and the high level of 
employment meant that the qualifications of skilled workers needed to be broad and flexible rather 
than highly specialised. And finally, at this time there was an ongoing debate in society about the 
educational system as an instrument for creating equal opportunities, and there was a political wish 
to reduce the “residual group”, the share of a cohort who ended up without any post-school 
qualifications. (Mathiesen, 1976, 1979; Sørensen, 1977, 1987)       
 
As a result of the criticism of the apprenticeship education, a reform committee was appointed, 
which produced a new model, called the EFG system. The aim of EFG was for all apprenticeships 
to start with one year of full-time school education, followed by two to three years of practical 
training in a firm. Most political parties were very enthusiastic about the new VET model, which 
co-existed with the “old” apprenticeship model throughout the 1970s. One decisive feature shared 
by EFG and the old system was that in both cases the apprentice had to find a firm to secure a 
training contract including a work placement. Previously it had not been clear or statistically 
evident how many potential apprentices looked for work placement in vain, or how many 
employers offered apprenticeships without success. (Mathiesen, 1976, 1979; Sørensen, 1977, 1987) 
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These problems became visible with the introduction of EFG, and gradually the numbers were 
registered and statistics presented. This paved the way for VET as an important item on the political 
agenda. The problem that came to light was that there was a serious mismatch of supply and 
demand for apprenticeships; and the real problem was that a relatively large group of young people 
had started a vocational programme, but were unable to finish it because of the lack of work 
placements.        
 
A refund mechanism for employers with apprentices, the AER, had been in existence since 1977 as 
a way to redistribute the wage costs of apprentices between all employers. From the late 1970s till 
the late 1980s politicians tried to make it more attractive by granting additional subsidies for firms 
willing to provide extraordinary work placements; at the beginning the subsidies were tax-financed 
exclusively, but in 1984 the tasks were assigned to the AER and in 1987 the subsidies were 
abolished completely. That the subsidies were used as an instrument in the early 1980s at all can be 
ascribed to the increase in youth unemployment, which meant that, in spite of an increase in the 
number of work placements, the queue of young people waiting for work placement grew longer 
and longer. The political system as well as the labour market organisations tried a number of 
measures to alleviate the problems, but in spite of all these efforts the number of unemployed 
youths in general and the queue of young people seeking work placement was not reduced, and the 
rise in the number of work placements turned out to be only temporary (Sørensen, 1987).    
 
The school-based practical training scheme 
As already mentioned, the increase in the number of work placements lasted only for a short period, 
and as a result a lot of young people, unable to obtain a work placement agreement, were left 
stranded in their apprenticeship after one year of school education. At the beginning of the 1990s a 
new act therefore introduced a school-based practical training scheme, which guaranteed that these 
young people were able to finish their apprenticeship – the so-called youth education guarantee 
(Minister of Education, 2002). As a result, there was in Denmark - besides the ordinary, dual system 
of apprenticeships – as a "lifebelt" for youngsters who failed to find work placement (i.e. signing a 
contract with a firm) the possibility of participating in school-based practical training.  
 
During the school-based practical training, these apprentices - and legally they are apprentices - are 
obliged to continue searching for a "normal" work placement contract. Many of them succeed, so 
that for instance for half the time of their apprenticeship they have had "school-practice" and in the 
other half they have had their practical training as an employee in a firm under an apprenticeship 
contract.  
 
Summing up on this point: Besides the number of apprentices who have had all their practical 
training in a firm, there are a number who have completed only three-quarters, half or a quarter of 
their practical training in firms (“residual education agreements” or “combination agreements”), 
plus a relatively small number who have had no training at all in firms, i.e. their education consists 
of full-time school-based practical training. 
 
The duration and curricula of education under the school-based practical training (SPT) is identical 
with the apprenticeship period under a normal contract.  
 
The aim of school-based practical training is to compensate for the in-firm training. It is offered by 
vocational colleges, and very often the SPT has its own simulation firms and/or workshops on the 
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school premises. In the SPT, the trainees can be  offered shorter periods of work placements in an 
enterprise in order to familiarise them with a “real” working environment (“combination 
agreement”), and sometimes these work placements result in the enterprise and the trainee entering 
into a proper training agreements (“residual education agreement”) for the rest of the training 
period. 
 
In spite of the establishment of the school-based practical training scheme, up through the 1990s it 
was necessary to apply a number of different policy instruments in an attempt to alleviate the work 
placement shortages. The instruments used were primarily persuasive or motivational programmes, 
but not to much avail. From 1993 to 1996, the number of ordinary work placement contracts 
increased from approx. 34.000 to around 38.000, however declining from then on to 31.000 in 
2000. Consequently the number of school-based practical training arrangements has shown a 
marked upward trend over the same period, from some 3,700 in 1993 to 7,000 in 2003, when the 
number of ordinary contracts had fallen to 26,000. This happened despite a tripartite agreement 
made by the then Social Democrat-led coalition government and the Confederation of Danish Trade 
Unions and the Danish Employers’ Confederation in 2000, whose main target was to secure the 
establishment of a minimum of 36,000 ordinary work placement contracts by 2004. (Ministry of 
Education, 2000)  
 
individualisation in the VET policy  
In spite of the involvement of the social partners, and their agreement that the EFG system was to 
be the model of the future, things did not run as smoothly as had been hoped. The heart of the 
problem was that many of the small firms, who provided the most apprenticeships, were opposed to 
the EFG system; they wanted to keep the old model of apprenticeship. By the early 1980s, their 
opposition to the EFG system had gained so much momentum that the political system started to 
pay attention. This resulted in a renewed, long discussion phase on the structure of vocational 
education and training. This discussion ended in 1989, when the then liberal education minister, 
who was a supporter of the old apprenticeship model, presented a reform providing a “double entry-
model” to apprenticeships, both an enterprise entry and a college entry. The social partners accepted 
the reform in return for maintaining their right to control the curricula of the VET programmes. 
(Mathiesen, 2000; Lassen, 2002)     
 
The reform led to the passing of two new acts in the educational field, to take effect from 1991. One 
new initiative in particular led to fundamental changes - the financial management, whose rationale 
was based on the New Public Management philosophy, introducing value added funding, the 
taxameter principle, which especially had consequences for the vocational colleges. The reform also 
called for a more integrative approach to training and education and for active involvement of the 
students in the planning of the programmes. These demands spring from the idea that the 
pedagogical approach should take its starting point in relevant vocational issues and the prior 
qualifications of the students. And finally the act required the programmes to include different types 
of subjects (Basic courses, vocational courses, specialist courses and optional courses), each serving 
a particular purpose. The act furthermore specified the relative weighting of these types of courses 
in the total educational programme. 
 
In the mid-1990s a committee was set up to look into changes and improvements of the VET 
programmes in the commercial industries. The main reason why this was needed was that the 
employers preferred taking on as apprentices young people with a three-year higher commercial 
certificate rather than those who had completed the first school-year of the VET programmes – a 
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“crowding-out effect” . The work of the committee was a forerunner for a reform of the area in 
1996.     
 
The 1996 reform changed the structure of VET so that all vocational education and training 
programmes were to last four years – either one year at a vocational school followed by a three-year 
work placement period, or two years’ education at a vocational school followed by two years’ 
practical training in a firm, or the old apprentice model where the apprentice alternates between 
practical training in a firm and school education throughout the four years. The ambition of the 
reform was presented as an attempt to provide a more practice-oriented and integrative approach to 
teaching, to break down unsuitable traditional trade demarcations, provide more differentiated 
teaching, make the students more responsible, and using competences as the basis for the planning 
of the courses. (Ministry of Education, 1997) This reform introduced a more individual-oriented 
approach to teaching in the VET system, which was very innovative at the time. 
  
The focus on the individual continued and was further intensified in the next VET reform, Reform 
2000, adopted by the politicians in 1999. The declared aim of the reform was to make the VET 
system more accommodating and less restrictive, both the system as such and the individual 
programmes, by relying on two main principles: a simplified structure and increased flexibility in 
the programmes. As to the pedagogical foundation, the reform called for more individual learning 
programmes tailored according to the prior qualifications, needs and goals of the individual, which 
makes the performance of the role as teacher closely linked to the student’s learning. As tool for this 
an individual educational plan must be drawn up in a close cooperation between the student, 
vocational college and the work placement firm (Ministry of Education, 1999). 
     
It was thus right in the middle of the Reform 2000 process that Denmark was awarded the 
Bertelsmann Prize and its VET won international acclaim as “the world’s best”. But already at that 
time a number of circumstances gave the actors in the educational area cause for concern. Among 
these were a drop in the number of work placement contracts, a rise in drop-out rates, increasing 
numbers of students in school-based practical training, a decline in applicants for the programmes, 
and disappointing numbers of apprentices continuing in further education after finishing their VET 
programme.   
 
As already mentioned, attempts had been made by means of a tripartite agreement in 2000, because 
of the work placement shortages and the drop-out rate, to set up common positive goals, but without 
much success. In 2002 yet another attempt at solving the problems was initiated by the political 
system. The process involved a bill to promote “simplification and increased flexibility” in all VET 
programmes. The bill was the result of a deal made by the centre-right government in 2002 with the 
Confederation of Danish Trade Unions and the Danish Employers’ Confederation on vocational 
educations on the one hand, and on the other, a Budget compromise which the minority government 
had negotiated with two smaller parties. The bill provoked concern and protests from both 
employee organisations, teachers’ associations, regional employment councils, the management of 
VET institutions, the trade committees and student bodies.  
 
Before looking into these concerns, Part Three will give a brief outline of the events leading up to 
the bill, and of the changes in the content of the VET programmes. 
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Part Three: 
Modernisation of the alternating principle of the VET programmes  
As mentioned above, in connection with the negotiations on the 2003 Budget, an agreement was 
made between the minority government and two other liberal parties on general improvements in 
the educational system. This agreement led to a government report in June 2002, containing an 
action plan for “Better education”. (Ministry of Education, 2002a).    
 
About the VET system, the action plan says that it is facing major challenges from a labour market 
in constant change due to new production forms, technologies and ways of organising work, and the 
consequent demand for a more highly skilled and flexible labour force. To meet these challenges, 
the action plan underlines that the supply of education must be broad, flexible, transparent and 
innovative, and not least offer the individual an opportunity for lifelong learning and development 
of competences.   
 
Specifically on VET, it says that the alternating principle should be re-evaluated and re-thought, and 
that the requirements as to the duration of the programmes and work placement should be less 
restrictive. (Ministry of Education, 2002a) 
 
Prior to the official presentation of this action plan; work had started in a committee including 
representatives of both employers, employees, teachers’ associations and college bodies, and the 
Ministry of Education. The work in this committee resulted in two reports, which both outlined 
proposals for changes in the structure and the content of the VET programmes, and these reports 
came to be seen by the political system as general recommendations for the new bill (Ministry of 
Education, 2002b, 2003c, 2003e). The quote below is from the first report and gives an indication of 
the drift of a new way of thinking in relation to the traditional Danish alternating principle:  
 
”Today VET programmes lead to one level when completed: skilled workers. However, experience 
from abroad (the Netherlands) show that VET programmes can be structured to incorporate several 
levels, which all in their own right give competences in the labour market. They all lead to 
employment.” (The Ministry of Education, 2002b) 
 
That the Netherlands was singled out as a source of inspiration for the future structure of VET was 
no coincidence. Before work started in the committee, three large employers’ organisations had 
together made a draft paper, in which the Dutch system is mentioned as a potential source of 
inspiration. 
 
The three employers’ organisations in question were Danish Commerce and Services, the 
Confederation of Danish Industries and the Federation of Employers for Trade, Transportation and 
Services. Their joint draft paper, “The start of lifelong learning”, was presented the same month as 
work in the committee on modernisation of the VET system was set to start.  
 
In this draft paper, the three organisations repeatedly emphasise the need for a VET system that to a 
larger extent focuses on the enterprise perspectives of apprenticeships, and pays close attention to 
the rapid changes happening in enterprises. According to the three organisations this would best be 
realised by establishing a modular VET system in which the concept of alternating training and 
education would be applied in a new setting.   
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On the future content of the programmes, the three organisations suggested to abolish the then VET 
act’s provisions as to basic, vocational, specialist and optional courses. Furthermore they considered 
it reasonable to end the tasks assigned to the trade committees in connection with providing work 
placement, as the organisations found that, in principle, in future it would be the sole responsibility 
of the student to design his or her own programme. The draft paper concludes with the following 
comment: 
 
”With the possibilities of shorter programmes involving work placement in  one or more firms, the 
establishment of workshop training and the rights of the students to design their own programme, 
the special obligations of the enterprises in relation to programme progression, provision of work 
placements and the present school-based practical training scheme should be terminated”. (Draft 
paper for revision of the VET Act –”The start of lifelong learning”, 12 January 2002) 
 
The major part of the content of the employers’ draft paper can be found in the committee’s reports, 
so it seems safe to conclude that in many ways it was the employers who plotted the new course for 
the revision of the VET system.    
From proposal to act 
In the summer of 2003, this course of development - which as stated above began in 2002 - with the 
passing to the bill into an act came to be the new model for VET programmes. The changes in the 
new act thus imply that generally speaking it is now possible for students to complete the 
programmes faster than the prescribed duration, and that programmes can be shorter, individually 
tailored and composed of parts of one or more VET programmes. Thirdly, there are no longer any 
special requirements as to the weighting of basic, vocational, specialist or optional courses 
(Ministry of Education, 2003f, 2003g). In a rough outline the changes can be illustrated as below:   
    
 
M 
B 
M 
B 
 2/2  1/3  0/4  SPT 
M 
B 
Compulsory 
admission 
qualifications 
Clarification entry 
course 
”old” Model  “New” model  
M 
for 
steps 
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This model is a simple version of a model, which at a meeting in 2002 in the local Training Committee, was drawn by 
the representative respectively from the Union of Commercial and Clerical Employees and the employer organisation 
Danish Commerce and Services. 
 
B = basic course 
M = main course 
SPT = school-based practical training 
 
The changes to the legal foundation of the VET programmes thus open up for designing flexible 
programmes, both as to the duration and the content of the programmes. The key word in this 
increased flexibility is supposed to be “assessment of competences”, which means that when 
starting a VET programme, the college in question must evaluate each student’s qualifications and 
competences, both those acquired in previous school education and in previous employment, in 
order to rate them for potential credit transfers. According to the executive orders for some of the 
new programmes it is established that the purpose is not that all students acquire the same 
qualifications, but instead that the students acquire competences according to the individual 
educational plan and the target of the program. In the executive orders it is pointed out that within 
the frame of a program it is also about construction an individual job profile for each student in 
order to improve the student’s following possibility of employment.   
 
Summing up the intention behind the introduction of real competence assessment it is from political 
side to establish a stronger transfer value from school to work and by this setting focus on creating 
new and better basis for improving competences and to increase mobility at the labour market. 
Furthermore the intention is to make real competence assessment an extended and integrated part of 
the pedagogical practice at the vocational colleges.       
 
Concurrently with the work on changing the act, the Ministry of Education also tried to influence 
and persuade the national trade committees to come up with concrete proposals for revision of their 
programmes. Specifically, the Ministry of Education was very interested in proposals to establish 
short and stages programmes, of which some would still be modelled on the alternating principle 
whereas others would be school-based only. In the multi-annual political deal, this step was named 
“Phase I”. (Ministry of Education, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2003f, 2003g, 2004g) 
 
”Phase II” was announced in a press release on 5 November 2003. Phase II, which was given the 
more specific headline ”Modernisation of the alternating principle and new initiatives to replace 
the school-based practical training” aimed to get to the root of the work placement problem. 
 
The pivotal intention of Phase II was, in short, to make more students complete a VET programme 
under an ordinary apprenticeship agreement, and make sure that fewer were referred to the school-
based practical training. The overall aim of the deal was presented as a modernisation of the 
alternating principle of VET, in order to bring supply and demand for work placements more in 
line. This would happen by means of, among other things, the new shorter, stage programmes, 
awarding schools for every new work placement agreement secured, a tightening of the rules on 
students’ vocational and geographical mobility, reducing the financial support for students in 
school-based practical training, making the market for work placement more transparent and 
flexible, and by limiting the number of school-based training places in selected areas to reduce the 
total number of new students of approx. 7,000 a year (2004) to a maximum of 1,200 a year in 2005. 
(Ministry of Education, 2003a) 
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Furthermore in reaching the goals of phase II the Minister of Education has been given more 
powers to set up ad-hoc committees. Such committees can be set up to take over tasks and functions 
normally undertaken by the national trade committees, to establish new programmes in case the 
minister finds that the organisations in question or relevant trade committees do not show enough 
initiative in the area. The minister has thus been empowered to order an ad-hoc committee to 
develop programmes within specified areas of employment or lines of business. (This policy 
instrument was used as a “threat” to some of the national trade committees in 2004. The threat was 
used because the minister had been asking the trade committees in question for some time, in vain, 
to come up with concrete proposals for new, short programmes. After this reminder, the trade 
committees chose to develop the programmes very quickly, and in autumn 2004 they were thus able 
to present 29 new, short programmes, all ready for launch on 1 January 2005. These programmes 
have duration of 1½ to 2 years; some are exclusively school-based, others include a brief work 
placement period3. When presenting these new, short programmes, two of the trade committees 
made it very clear to the Minister of Education that they had no evidence whatsoever for the 
employment potential of these programmes).  
As of 1, January 2004, the state also took over the costs of funding the school-based practical 
training from the employers’ refund system (AER). In future employers will instead contribute 
towards the VEU grant, which is a grant for adult learners participating in continued vocational 
education and training. In other words, enterprises will take over a bigger part of the responsibility 
for continuing and further education.  
The way the Danish VET system has been developing since the Bertelsmann Prize can thus be 
summed up as a development strongly marked by incentives for increased flexibility and 
individualisation, in which both the apprentices or students, are supposed to design their own 
personal vocational education and training programme, and in which the colleges, enterprises and 
students are encouraged to establish new, shorter (or longer) VET programmes. As mentioned 
before, this development has provoked both concern and protests from many of the actors in the 
area. 
    
Concerns about the recent developments in the VET system 
Approx. 45% of a cohort of young people every year start in a VET programme, and the 2002 bill 
was presented as a political attempt to alleviate the complex of problems troubling the VET system, 
but also as an expression of a political intention to spur new growth and dynamism in society. In 
this context Danish education and training need to be able live up to high international standards 
and quality, to keep up with competition in a globalised world.  
 
On these changes in the VET field, The National Board of Advisers on Economic policy wrote in its 
report from 2003: 
 
”The problem of mismatch between the young people’s specific vocational wishes and the number 
of work placements available will diminish with the agreement on school-based practical training. 
The reduction in the number of these practical training places can, however, have unintended 
negative effects, for instance that young people drop VET in favour of the general tertiary colleges 
– or choose no post-school education at all….The flexibility may make it more manageable for 
                                               
3
 Examples of new, short VET programmes: power supply operator (short programme under the electricians’ trade 
committee), construction fitter (short programme under the carpenters’ trade committee), health clerical worker (short 
programme under the medical secretary programme), office worker (short programme under the administrative assistant 
programme). 
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some non-academic students to finish a vocational programme. There is no doubt that a large 
group of young people have had an increasingly tough time in recent decades, as the demands for 
formal qualifications have been on the increase.…The problems of this group can only be expected 
to intensify in future, in line with globalisation and rising demands for formal qualifications”. (The 
National Board of Advisers on Economic, 2003) 
    
Similar concern can be found in the Confederation of Danish Trade Unions, whose general 
secretary said as follows (own translation): 
 
”If this leads to a situation of skilled workers only being half-skilled in future, then both the 
individual employee and the enterprises are going to  find it very difficult to stay competitive. Our 
strength lies in the very fact that our workers have a solid, basic vocational foundation, which 
makes it easy for them to adjust to new demands and thus secures a high degree of flexibility in 
Danish enterprises”. (Harald Børsting, general secretary, November 2002, quotation from article on 
www.lo.dk) 
 
From the Timber Industry and Construction Workers’ Union, the chairman of the construction 
group had the following comment (own translation):   
 
”Today, the school-based practical training makes sure that the students can continue their 
apprenticeship in times of e.g. a recession in the construction industry. It is this safety net that the 
political parties behind the deal are planning to tear to pieces. Ruining this guarantee for young 
people’s chances to complete their education is simply outrageous, and it does the labour market 
no good whatsoever”. (Peter Hougård Nielsen, chairman, October 2003, quotation from article on 
www.sid.dk)     
 
In a questionnaire sent to 12 regional labour market councils4 in 2003 by the weekly magazine 
Ugebrevet A4, they too expressed their scepticism about introducing shorter VET programmes. 
Their scepticism centred on the uncertainty surrounding the employment potential of the short 
programmes, just as there was general agreement that the short VET programmes would primarily 
be a sensible offer to adult unskilled workers, but not an attractive alternative for young people.     
 
In a note from the Ministry of Education it says, following a meeting with the National Vocational 
Education and Training Council and the trade committees in September 2003, that generally 
speaking the trade committees estimate that there is little real labour market need to establish 
shorter programmes, and that consequently only a few of the committees were considering this 
option. 
 
However, in spite of these concerns and protests, the four political parties behind the deal went 
ahead with their plans, and as a result, as of 1 January 2005, the short and graduated VET 
programmes became a reality.     
 
From a policy-analytical point of view, Phase I and Phase II of the multi-annual compromise deal 
signify a paradigm shift, both as to the steering of VET but also as to the traditional Danish 
alternating principle of the programmes. In relation to the steering, the position of the Ministry of 
                                               
4
 Denmark is divided into 14 counties and in each county there is set up a labour market committee, which consist of 
representatives of employers, employees and county and local government. The main task of the labour market 
committee is to modify the regional labour market policy.   
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Education, with the possibility of setting up ad-hoc committees, has been strengthened vis-à-vis the 
social partners, and in principle it will be possible to change the VET programmes to leave out the 
work placement and make them predominantly school-based. This is, however, not presented as a 
political goal, as the parties behind the compromise emphasise that they wish to maintain and 
strengthen the alternating principle and the involvement of the social partners in the programmes. 
 
Before entering a debate about what kind of problems this development of the Danish VET system 
might produce, the next section shortly will describe the political programmes and goals from both 
international and national level in trying to link the content of this paper to the European debate 
about employment and education.  
 
Part Four: 
Better education and better jobs 
At the summit meeting in Lisbon in 2000, the EU’s heads of state and government agreed on a 
common objective of turning Europe into the most competitive knowledge-based economy in the 
world, called the Lisbon Strategy: 
 
”The Union must, by 2010, become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in 
the world, capable of sustainable economic growth, with more and better jobs and greater social 
cohesion”. (European Council, Lisbon, March 2000) 
 
So, the year 2000 saw the formulation at the international level of a common economic goal, aiming 
to create more and better jobs and more social cohesion. The European Council furthermore 
emphasised that this goal, in addition to demanding a radical transformation of the overall European 
economy, would also require an ambitious programme for modernisation of the social welfare and 
educational systems. Therefore a detailed policy programme for the education and training systems 
was adopted in spring 2002. In addition, the Council declared in 2002 that by 2010 the European 
education system must become a world quality reference for education and training.    
 
At a subsequent meeting of ministers in autumn 2002 under the Danish EU presidency, 30 
European ministers of education signed the Copenhagen Declaration “on enhanced European 
cooperation in vocational education and training”. The declaration was a follow-up on a number of 
preceding international policy plans on improvements in the education policy area to realise the 
Lisbon Strategy, and by signing the declaration each country committed itself to working towards 
strengthening the European cooperation specifically in relation to education.  
 
The Copenhagen Declaration as well as other political programme statements on how to fulfil the 
objectives set out emphasises the vision of creating better access for all to lifelong learning and to 
acquiring the competences needed.    
 
The concepts ”competence” and ”lifelong learning” have been defined in several reports from both 
the EU and the OECD. A common characteristic in these definitions is that the concept of 
competence has a wider meaning that just knowledge, and that skills are consider to be context-
bound and can therefore not be determined once and for all.  
 
In 1996 ”The International Commission for Education in the 21st Century” published a report in 
which ”learning throughout life” was referred to as the “beat of society’s pulse”. In addition to this 
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thematization of lifelong learning, the report also had a description of the concept of competence. 
Competences, according to the report, should be seen in continuation of the demands from 
employers for so-called “higher skills”, which were then defined as demand for competences, which 
is a mix unique to each individual, of both skills in the narrow sense of the word, gained through 
technical and vocational education, of social behaviour, capability for teamwork, initiative and 
enterprise. (Winther-Jensen, 2004) 
 
The Lisbon Declaration adopted the concept ”lifelong learning” in particular and connected it with 
the development of an active employment policy. However, the declaration has been followed by a 
number of EU measures which have all encouraged a broader interpretation of the concept, in order 
not to narrow it down to a purely economic view on learning, but to let it include the whole 
spectrum of formal, non-formal and informal learning as well. 
 
Generally speaking, the political documents tend to attach a lot of importance to the concepts 
”competence” and ”lifelong learning”, but emphasise that they also, in addition to their 
employment-related aspects, include aspects such as active citizenship, personal satisfaction and 
social inclusion.   
 
The Danish response 
The OECD’s and the EU’s preoccupation with the concepts ”lifelong learning” and ”competence”, 
along with the Lisbon Strategy and the Copenhagen Declaration, indicate that education in general, 
and vocational education and training in particular, in the course of the 20th and even more so in the 
21st century has come to play a pivotal role in society.   
 
It is often said in the political debate that it is extremely important that the labour force, the 
employees, become able to take on more responsibility, be creative and willing and able to share 
their knowledge in cross-functional teams, plus that they must be prepared to update their 
knowledge and competences throughout life. The present Danish government thus wrote in its 
action plan “Better education” in 2002:  
 
”A well-functioning education system of the highest standard is an all-important prerequisite to 
secure growth and prosperity, for both the individual and for the Danish society as a whole. At the 
general level, everybody must posses a number of individual competences and skills, and be 
prepared to be a part of society and know its fundamental values. Society is undergoing rapid 
changes, technologically and culturally. It is therefore essential to maintain basic values such as 
freedom of speech, equality, tolerance and democracy. Knowing our past and fundamental values is 
essential in order to be able to face the challenges of the future…In the global economy, production 
and application of new knowledge is the key to increased economic growth, jobs and prosperity. 
Denmark’s competitiveness will to a large extent depend on the ability of our education and 
training system to live up to the demands to continuously  improve professional standards, quality 
and progression – measured by international and not least EU yardsticks. Society and enterprises 
depend on employees who are able to apply and communicate knowledge and transform new 
knowledge into innovation.” (The Government, 2002)       
 
On the same note, the Board of Economic Advisers wrote in their semi-annual report in autumn 
2003:  
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”Education is important for both the individual and for society. For the individual, education offers 
an opportunity to acquire knowledge, which can give a higher quality of life in the form of insight 
and access to information, more challenging work, higher income and lower risk of unemployment. 
Education is also important for the individual’s opinion formation and cognitive development. 
Education furthermore ensures that the common principles, beliefs and traditions that society is 
based on are incorporated  and disseminated to the coming generations;  just as it is education that  
makes social and scientific progress possible.” (The Board of Economic Advisers, 2003)         
 
These quotes provide and understanding of education as being, on the one hand, related to the 
individual’s personal development, but also related to the individual’s attachment to the labour 
market.  An understanding that by and large is in line with the EU’s and the OECD’s definition of 
the concepts “competence” and “lifelong learning”, and an understanding that supports the political 
objectives within employment and education. 
 
On the background of the policy statements and objectives at both the international and national 
level, the next section will discuss and question whether the Danish development of the VET 
system to some extent can be viewed as a step backwards in achieving these political programmes 
and goals.     
 
For better or for worse? 
The increasing focus in recent years on education and training in relation to economic and 
employment policy cannot be ascribed solely to the rhetoric presently in vogue about the type of 
economy emerging and the accompanying demands for transformation of the qualification structure 
within the workforce – at issue in the Danish context is also the fact that more than a third of the 
workforce have no vocational or other qualifications at all, and that about a fifth of a cohort of 
school-leavers still fail to acquire any kind of formal qualifications. On top, there is the problem 
that many young people who start in a vocational or other programme drop out of the system 
without completing their education. (The Board of Economic Advisers, 2003)  
 
The pivot in the way the alternating principle works is that an employer must be willing to take on a 
young person as an apprentice; at the same time employ him or her, and also plan and design the 
tasks in such a way that the person gradually learns the trade. 
   
In the mid-1800s, when the Freedom of Trade Act was introduced in Denmark, this eroded the 
foundation of the sociological and political mechanisms for regulating apprenticeships, and this had 
immediate repercussions for the quantity and quality of the skilled workforce. In the ensuing 
political struggle to, among other things, safeguard the interests of apprentices as employees, a 
rough sketch of the Danish steering model for vocational education and training was developed; the 
skilled workers’ unions and their opposite numbers from the employers at the national level 
together formulated their demands as to which technical and professional qualifications the state 
was to provide apprentices with and these demands were by the state mostly accepted. (see part 
two)     
 
Generally speaking the role of schools, and thus the role of the state, had been expanding 
throughout the early 1900s and, as it is worth noting, due to pressure from the labour market parties. 
So that the state chose to meet the demands from the organisations as a matter of course is no 
surprise. The reason for this acceptance is to be found in the fact that in reality the market for 
vocational education and training is not one market, in the sense that the supply of apprenticeships 
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equals the firms’ demand for skilled workers. Rather, the situation is one of two co-existing 
markets, and the supply of a certain number of apprenticeships is not identical with the real demand 
for skilled workers from the enterprises.  
 
Two distinct markets of demand and supply of apprentices 
The basis of this two-market logic is that many, often large firms, which do in fact have a great 
need for skills and qualifications, are unable to educate and train the skilled workers themselves, for 
instance because of a high degree of specialisation, technology, rapid changes, fluctuating 
employment etc – these firms can be described as apprentice-recruiting enterprises. And vice versa, 
some often smaller, craftsman-like firms may be able to meet the requirements inherent in the VET 
rules and regulations and also have some financial benefits from training apprentices, but have 
neither the need nor the financial resources to employ the qualified apprentices – these firms can 
then be described as apprentice-producing enterprises. In other words, some firms have the means 
and resources to produce the qualifications, whereas others do not, but instead they have the means 
and resources, and a need, to employ the qualified workers.     
 
This is in essence the two markets: 1) the first market that relates to the demand for apprenticeships 
from young people, and supply of apprenticeships, or work placements, from the enterprises. 2) the 
second market relates to the supply of newly educated skilled workers on the one hand, and the 
demand for qualified employees on the other. (For clarification of this two-market logic see 
Sørensen et al. 1984, Commission report, 1987, Sørensen & Lassen, 2004) 
 
The overall pattern is that the majority of apprentices are trained in small and medium-sized firms, 
but these firms only account for a relatively modest part of employment, whereas the big firms, who 
account for the major part of employment, only produce a small number of the apprentices 
(Ministry of Education, 2000). The ratio of producers to recruiters can vary across industries and 
trades, but in general this pattern can be found to some extent within all categories. 
 
Recruiters and producers of skilled labour power 
This division of firms being producers and recruiters is not unimportant regarding the increasing 
reliance on the school-part of vocational education and training. It is worth bearing in mind that, 
historically, when insisting on comprehensive professional and pedagogical objectives for in-firm 
training, the result has often turned out to be a fall in the number of firms able and willing to offer 
work placement. In practice, this has usually meant that any increasing or changing qualification 
requirements were transferred to the responsibilities undertaken by the colleges; it has thus been 
possible to increase the level of qualifications, without increasing the demands on the firms too 
much and thus risking a drop in the volume of apprenticeships. Over the years, as firms have had 
difficulties in living up to the rules and regulations concerning the breadth and depth of the 
qualifications of the programmes, the colleges have taken over more and more of the qualification 
responsibilities. 
  
In the light of the new initiatives involving shortened programmes and the significant reduction in 
school-based practical training together with the introduction of real competence assessment, 
individual education plans and individual jobprofiles it might be argued that the dominant discourse 
seems to be the one-market perception, which also can be described as a more demand-led system, 
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and then some worrying perspectives begin to emerge as to the development of the qualifications of 
the skilled workers.  
 
If the new, short and graduated programmes or the “light varieties” of programmes become more 
attractive for many apprentice-producing firms, this may first of all lead to an education with a 
much narrower set of qualifications, which will not increase the young people’s possibilities of 
mobility in finding a job elsewhere in the trade. The length of an education is of great importance in 
getting access to certain jobs and the following level of payment. The lack of workplaces in most 
cases strikes the ones with the relatively minimum of education and it is the rank of each individual 
at the labour market, which above all is decisive for the individual’s chances of life in the form of 
income. (For clarification of this see Hansen, 2003; Andersen & Sommer, 2003) 
 
Second, it will also cause problems for the recruiting firms, who need skilled workers with broad 
and up-to-date qualifications. By the spread of real competence assessment and individual job 
profiles there is no guarantee that the workforce acquires competences embracing both work 
capabilities and work willingness, which are the core of the definitions of competence made by EU 
and OECD. In spite of enterprises having almost identical technology/productions facilities there is 
very often different types of job profiles and work organisation – and thus also very diverse 
qualification demands. This is often referred to as the elasticity thesis, which means that the same 
technology is compatible with different forms of work organisation, and thus also different 
qualification demands. Such perspective makes it important to understand that an education must 
embrace both the breadth and depth of a trade. (For clarification of this see Sørensen, 1989; 
Jørgensen et al., 2004) 
 
In Denmark the school-based practical training scheme was a guarantee that a young person would 
be able to complete his or her VET programme, but at the same time it could also have been used as 
an instrument to differentiate the duration of the practical training element of the programmes, 
depending on the needs in different trades. Instead of expanding the SPT, it was decided politically 
to introduce EUD+; but this initiative is only one step of a full vocational education. Both the new 
short and stage programmes may succeed in increasing the number of young people who complete a 
vocational programme, but if the price is a quality of the programme so low that it cannot be 
expected to develop the students’ ability to act independently or to reflect, to be able to use tools 
interactively or to work or function in teams or social groups, then the result might be increased 
polarisation and elitist orientation, and in that case the political objectives of furthering social 
inclusion and cohesion do indeed seem doubtful. (For clarification of this see Hansen, 2003; 
Sørensen & Lassen, 2004) Furthermore this perspective according to the Lisbon goal might in the 
short run lead to more jobs, but at the same time raising the questions of which kind of jobs – in 
other words will it lead to better jobs and fit future needs and changes of the workplace structure? 
 
In relation to a person’s chances of finding a job, it could be argued that is it crucial that he or she 
has acquired a suitable breadth of technical and vocational qualifications to be able to gain a 
foothold in a certain sub-labour market.  
 
Persons who have such broad vocational competences will often develop a professional identity – a 
perception of oneself as a professional, possessing all the qualifications required by one’s trade. 
Such a person is probably less likely to make do with continuing education that is narrowly focused 
on the present needs of a single firm. It can be argued that the alternating principle, with its 
combination of college instruction and on-the-job practical training, helps develop a professional 
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identity in the young people, based on an understanding of the breadth and depth of the trade. (For 
clarification of this see Rasmussen, 1990; Juul, 2004; Smistrup, 2004; Sørensen & Lassen, 2004) 
 
Without a professional identity and an understanding of trade-related qualifications, a basis may be 
established for interpreting the need for continuing education as a need to serve the specific 
interests of an individual or a single firm, totally ignoring the societal interpretation of the needs for 
continuing and further education. The way the VET area is developing at the moment, the 
requirements on the breadth and depth of the programme will, in principle, depend on whatever the 
young person and his employer and/or college end up choosing as relevant modules. Development 
of competences may turn into a highly differentiated matter, and not necessarily something that 
leads to a deep-rooted professional identity. (For clarification of this see Jørgensen, 2001)  
 
A professional identity implies having real opportunities to choose jobs in an open labour market, 
and having acquired the ability and self-confidence to want and be able to take part in continuous 
and further education. Lack of development of a deep-rooted professional identity can thus work 
against the political objectives of improved access to lifelong learning.  
 
Furthermore, the new ways of structuring the VET programmes outline a perspective that 
vocational education and training in Denmark will in practice in future be narrowed down to a 
matter of producing a flexible and so-called competent workforce, at the expense of relegating the 
more democratic goals of general and civic competences to a lesser status, which might make it 
difficult to achieve the political objectives of giving everybody the opportunity to achieve a number 
of personal competences and skills, and the wish to maintain values such as freedom of speech, 
equality, tolerance and democracy. (For clarification of this see Sørensen & Lassen, 2004; Andersen 
& sommer, 2003) 
 
The Danish apprenticeship system is a part of the initial vocational education and training system 
and by this it is a professional basic education which beside from meeting to qualify each individual 
to perform well in working life also has to qualify the individual to participate in society, everyday 
life and to further education.  
 
This paper has tried to explain the dynamics in the development of reforms in the vocational 
education system by enumerating a discussion of the outcome of the implementation of these 
reforms. The core of the discussion is the big question whether or not the developments in the 
system live up to the demands of the future labour market in general and might facilitate the 
individual apprentice with the abilities essential to acquire a vocational education which can support 
the struggle of a better life at the labour market?  
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